Sing: "Precious shouts of murderous crowds". Bach and mission's third act. 
When a religious fatwa allowed King Farid to welcome Western troops on Arabian soil for the 1991 operations against Iraq, his opponents jeered that their new national anthem would be "Onward Christian Soldiers". Whatever their fears of Sadam's hegemonic designs, the Western designs scared them even more. And not without reason. The West's motives in 200 years of colonial and missionary expanse remains a hot issue in disciplines as different as anthropology and theology. As the 'subcutaneous' alternative to the Christian soldiers motive has been the main subject of Rogier van Rossum's interest, I wish, in offering a reflection on a curious aria in Bach's Markus Passion (BWV 247), to follow up on our joint publication in that vein, rather than to jump on some Bach-2000 bandwagon. 1 In the early 1700's, probably 1731, Bach wrote this work in a manifestly missionary understanding of his art. His Passions were outright mission statements. But in which sense? Did they just express the pietism that pervaded both Protestant and Catholic faith at the time? Or did he, on the eve of our modern mission era, see other vistas amidst the Enlightenment's nascent rationalism? An aria in the recently reconstructed Markus Passion invites us to a closer inquiry. The various Markus Passion reconstructions have deployed Bach's other musical output. Simon Heighes' version, with sober recitatives and rather few of the ornate arias we tend to associate with Bach's work, surprises us by aria n.34 in which, at the heart of the work, a treble is made to sing, in melodic and rhythmic exuberance, what to our cultured ears must sound as utter cynicism: Angenehmes Mortgeschrei.
2 Keeping this text's rhythm -and its affront to our religiosity -I The cords struck here are not just the bourgeois "Blood and Wounds"-theology (Ritschl), so much abhorred by people like Nietzsche. They are on a different emotional scale than Peter's sorrowful "I am burdened by sin" in the preceding aria. Could Nietzsche have sensed this, when he told his friend how, in one week's time, he had attended three performances of the "divine Bach's Mattheus Passion" and had understood what true evangelising should be about? 4 What did Nietzsche -a musician himself, and great admirer of Bach -perceive in that early 1700's message? What did he see as lost in later mainstream Christianity and what did "restoring the Gospel beyond its Christian deformations" mean to him? Had he furtively influenced me listening to this aria? Or was it René Girard's theory that the lynch mob is religion's true birthplace? Reflecting on the extraordinary complex of imageries and emotions in Bach's kerygmatic jewels, on the eve of the
